TOEFL iBT and IELTS preparation courses have become increasingly popular in Vietnam over the past few years due to the increasing demand for overseas study. However, little research has been conducted into how to teach these courses effectively and interestingly. This paper describes action research that aims to discover activities that motivate students in TOEFL iBT and IELTS writing classes at a private foreign language center in Vietnam. The paper shares findings from a qualitative study involving the researcher's observations, questionnaires for writing teachers and students, and course evaluations carried out by the center. Class diaries, teacher expertise, and activities organized in a communicative way tended to motivate these students. The findings suggest a new model for effectively teaching English in a culturally-based context of learning that exists in Vietnam (Ellis, 1994; Le Ha, 2004; Lewis & McCook, 2002) and in other Asian countries with similar cultural values.
To attract more students and encourage teachers to provide interesting lessons for students, classrooms in English as a foreign language (EFL) centers have been equipped with networked computers, speakers, and projectors. Some centers have even prepared e-materials (original academic English textbooks are scanned and audio files are added) for teachers to use to improve effectiveness and encourage teachers to be innovative. Some teachers now employ the communicative language teaching approach (CLT) or design and modify textbook material with software to move away from traditional ways of teaching students with just a textbook.
Despite these improvements, in a survey by the researcher (see Appendix A) of teachers of writing, three-quarters of these teachers reported that the general atmosphere in their writing courses was "quiet" (see Appendix B) . (Vietnamese teachers teach writing and reading skills while native English-speaking teachers teach listening and speaking at this center.) Issues influencing the situation were identified:
First, students at EFL centers come to evening language classes with different levels of extrinsic motivation. Some take TOEFL iBT or IELTS classes to improve their employment prospects or to prepare for admission to higher education institutions in foreign countries. Some come to class simply because their parents force them to do so. Some students attending TOEFL iBT or IELTS evening writing classes may be motivated, but are exhausted after spending the day working or studying.
Second, written English is not the main focus in most Vietnamese high schools. Writing is used as a convenient mode for testing grammar or vocabulary. This is because of the belief that students should have mastered the language at the sentence level before attempting to write paragraphs.
Finally, students' writing suffers from interference from the Vietnamese language and Vietnamese writing discourse habits. As opposed to British and American discourse patterns, which tend to be linear, Vietnamese discourse patterns tend to be circular. In addition, some students are inclined to think in their own language when writing and translate their ideas word for word from Vietnamese. Both of these tendencies create difficulties in producing formal written English.
With respect to the issues identified above, the aim of this project was to investigate whether or not activities developed by the researcher to motivate students in her TOEFL iBT and IELTS writing classes were effective. Results of this qualitative research may assist test preparation writing teachers at EFL centers to organize their writing classes according to their students' expectations.
Literature Review
Brown (2000) defines motivation from three different perspectives. In behavioristic terms, motivation is driven by external and individual forces. Previous experiences of reward drive a person to act to achieve further positive reinforcement. In cognitive terms, motivation refers to the need to explore the unknown, to move, and exercise mentally and physically. In a constructivist perspective, motivation is viewed in a social context where each person is motivated differently and acts in ways that are unique within his or her cultural and social milieu. Brown (2000) emphasizes that learning a foreign language requires learners to have some of all three aspects of motivation, which together are typically known as intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Dörnyei (2001) suggested various strategies for establishing, generating, and maintaining motivation in a foreign language classroom. To establish motivational conditions in class, he suggested that teachers take students' learning seriously by showing that they care about their progress and have sufficiently high expectations for what they can do. In addition to this, teachers should also regularly use small group tasks or activities that employ features of CLT, aiming to promote the development of group cohesiveness. Dörnyei (2001) also stated that teachers need to know students' goals, interests, and expectations to motivate the students and organize appropriate class activities. Besides this knowledge, to maintain students' level of motivation, teachers should vary learning tasks to make them enjoyable and challenging enough for students to complete. Furthermore, teachers need to provide prompt and positive feedback about progress and areas on which students should particularly concentrate to engage their intrinsic motivation (Dörnyei, 2001) .
Similarly, Nett, Goetz, and Hall (2011) placed strong emphasis on teachers' role in maintaining students' attention and taking into account their different needs, interests, abilities, and beliefs about learning English. In addition, research by Urdan and Schoenfelder (2006) on the effects of classrooms on student motivation indicates that relationships between teachers and students positively influence students' intrinsic motivation. They explain that unmotivated students can become engaged in activities if they believe that their teachers care for and support them by tailoring these activities to their needs and interests. With regard to the impact of classroom environments on language learners' intrinsic motivation, Yunus, Osman, and Ishak (2011) determined that by creating a supportive learning environment, teachers can stimulate learners' intrinsic motivation. Ellis (1994) argues that besides teachers' efforts to motivate their students, teachers of English in Vietnam need to take into consideration students' culture-based learning styles to be successful. In relation to the interactive relationship between language and culture, the idea that suitable teaching methods involve teachers' ability to adapt materials to make them culturally appropriate (Ellis, 1994) seems to fit into the Vietnamese EFL teaching and learning context. Ellis (1996) also highlights the need to integrate local cultural norms into CLT employed in the classroom to be effective. Similarly, Le Ha (2004) confirms that to be successful teachers in Vietnam, teachers should locate themselves across two identity roles. As a teacher of English, the teacher should organize and get students involved in many language activities to learn English naturally, and as a "Vietnamese" teacher, the teacher needs to take into account socially-expected roles such as "behavior educator," "moral guide," or "students' confidant": someone who understands their needs and expectations.
In addition to culture-based learning styles, successful teachers in Vietnam need to know how learning autonomy is developed to facilitate their students' engagement in class. From his discussion on Vietnamese learner autonomy in learning English as a foreign language, Dang (2010, p. 4) states that in Vietnam, learning autonomy is "a socially-bound capacity," not an ability to work alone. He also emphasizes that Vietnamese students can become motivated and willing to take part in a learning process if enough encouragement is provided. He explains this by arguing that young learners in Vietnam consider knowledge from their teachers as "the only one correct source" (p. 6). This is because young Vietnamese learners are generally regarded as not ready to deal with many choices. Therefore, asking them to look for many knowledge resources on their own is likely to discourage them from class participation because they are familiar with "learning from their teachers" (p. 6).
Research to date has tended to focus on the integration of the learning cultures of Vietnamese students into CLT in the EFL teaching context in Vietnam as a way of raising students' interest in learning English. However, this does not place any emphasis on teaching a specific language skill. In addition, Pham (2005) , a lecturer and teacher educator in Vietnam, has shared his ideas about the need for teachers to "reexamine some of their traditional beliefs and assumptions about language teaching and learning" (para. 32) when integrating Western features of CLT into the Vietnamese educational, social, and cultural contexts. He also suggests that studies should be conducted on how Vietnamese teachers incorporate the key concepts of a Western version of CLT into their own classes. With this in mind, this paper seeks to investigate whether or not a certain number of communicative activities based on the above theoretical elements would be well-received and effective in TOEFL iBT and IELTS writing classes at an EFL center in the south of Vietnam.
Methodology
An action research approach was chosen within an interpretative paradigm to understand and interpret the current situation, the feelings of both teachers of writing classes and their students about the effectiveness of the activities. In accordance with the cycles of action research described by Coghlan and Brannick (2010) , the research contained four stages: constructing, planning action, taking action, and evaluating action.
The constructing stage began when the researcher observed that some teachers were not pleased when assigned to teach writing courses. In the planning action stage, the researcher developed six questions (see Appendix A) to ask the ten writing teachers at the center about their writing classes and how they reacted to their own classroom situation to verify the researcher's observations and to learn more about how the teachers felt (see Appendix B).
The taking action stage involved the development of a range of activities with the aim of creating a positive atmosphere in TOEFL iBT and IELTS writing classes (see Appendices C and D). The criteria for organizing writing activities were:
• provide learners with achievable tasks (Harmer, 1991) ,
• design and organize writing tasks that help students master the language and skills needed to complete the tasks before asking them to write a coherent and well organized answer or essay, and • select tasks of interest to students if possible (Dörnyei, 2001 ).
These activities were developed and taught by the researcher and were then evaluated by 92 students in seven pre-intermediate to advanced level TOEFL iBT and IELTS evening writing classes over a period of approximately eight months. Ten open-ended questions were then used to collect students' opinions on the effectiveness of the activities (see Appendix E).
The evaluating action phase involved the researcher performing a thorough interpretation of the data collected from the first three stages. In this final stage, the researcher also asked for the center's permission to examine feedback on the researcher's performance in these courses to help confirm the effectiveness of the activities.
Results and Discussion

Teacher Evaluation
The results of the survey administered by the center with these students gave support to the researcher's belief in the effectiveness of the activities used in the classroom. Approximately two-thirds of students agreed that their teacher's performance was "good" (62%) and almost a third said their teacher was "excellent." Only five out of ninety-two students reported that their teacher was either "satisfactory" (5%) or "average" (1%). None reported being unhappy with their teacher. 
Student Questionnaire
A questionnaire (see Appendix E) designed to evaluate the effectiveness of the activities was administered at the end of the course. The findings of the questionnaire are ordered below according to the level of importance given to the activities by the students.
Regular Feedback (Question 6).
The results showed that 92% of students were happy to regularly receive teacher feedback on their writing. This demonstrates that the use of a teaching diary has very motivating outcomes. This activity also demonstrates the importance of the socially-expected role of teachers in Vietnam, who should act as the "students' confidant" (Le Ha, 2004) in class. In fact, teachers in these courses are expected to know their students' strengths and weaknesses and to instruct them appropriately on how to improve. By doing this on a regular basis, the teachers' role in class is similar to that of parents at home in Vietnam, who are always beside their children with advice and instructions. Socially-expected roles aside, regular feedback also reflects the teachers' care for the students' writing, thus meeting one of Dörnyei's suggestions for creating the basic motivational classroom (Dörnyei, 2001) . Additionally, reporting on students' mistakes based on the teacher's notes is supported by Urdan and Schoenfelder's findings (2006) about teachers' roles in motivating their students in the classroom. Finally, showing students that their teachers accept them as they are and take their learning very seriously by checking and returning their writing quickly and with positive and encouraging feedback is highly appreciated. This strategy is proposed by Dörnyei (2001) and works well with this group of students in Vietnam. Teacher Expertise (Question 10). As can be seen in Table 5 , 87% of students were motivated by such activities as in which the teacher demonstrated expertise when completing "strange" tasks, such as explaining unusual charts that students brought to the class. This technique was designed to create trust in the teacher's expertise as this shows that the teacher is able to do not only prepared exercises in the course book, but also completely new ones. Students may also feel proud of themselves because of the new, useful, and interesting tasks they discover. This conforms to the constructivist view of motivation (Brown, 2000) in Vietnamese contexts, because in Vietnamese culture, students value their teachers as masters (Dang, 2010) and they mostly respond in a positive and respectful way to those whose teaching is interesting. This cultural value in English language teaching is also accepted by almost all of the writing teachers in the survey (see Appendix B), where nine out of ten agreed that students' confidence in their teachers' ability was important in creating a positive atmosphere in class.
Interactive Activities (Questions 3 & 4) . Pair work, group work, and class discussion were reported to be useful in building students' confidence in their writing (82.6%). Additionally, these interactive activities exhibit the feature of integrating culturally-based learning styles into consideration in organizing tasks (Ellis, 1994 (Ellis, , 1996 . In these activities, students' needs for sufficient correct information to organize answers to given tasks were taken into account. In particular, students need to know exactly what they will write in each answer. By directing them toward the skills and language they need, teachers guarantee their students that they will be successful in performing the tasks (Dörnyei, 2001) . Students' extrinsic motivation aside, these interactive activities also reflect Dang's discussion on how encouragement is provided to get students' involvement and gradually develop their learning autonomy (Dang, 2010) . In addition, this way of organizing activities in these writing classes partly responds to the suggestions by Pham (2005) on how Vietnamese teachers incorporate the key concepts of a Western version of CLT into their own classes in the Vietnamese educational, social, and cultural contexts.
Useful Language for Writing (Question 5).
In the same perspective, providing students with language for writing, e.g., useful expressions, sentence structures, and vocabulary related to each writing task, was reported to be helpful (80.4%). This can be done by first inviting students to share with their friends the vocabulary related to the given topic they already know and then the teacher adding more to the students' vocabulary list. Helping students with language for writing before they write on their own also reflects students' high expectations of their teachers. Teachers are expected to be better than their students and they are supposed to offer the help (the language) the students need for each writing task. By doing this, teachers act out the expected role of teacher of English (Le Ha, 2004) and build their learners' trust in their teaching ability, which positively affects students' intrinsic motivation (Harmer, 1991) .
Despite the difference in learner autonomy in Vietnam (Dang, 2010) , the researcher in this study also helped her students find their own learning path by providing them with choices and negotiations in respect to learning something new and on their own with the available resources (e.g., the Internet).
Limitations and Suggestions
The researcher acknowledges that involving more teachers and carrying out interviews with students would have provided more data about the current teaching situation and presented more information about students' expectations. However, the aim of the study was not to generalize, but to gain some insights into what Vietnamese students at an EFL center expected their writing teachers to do in their TOEFL iBT and IELTS test preparation courses. Additionally, this study aimed to satisfy the researcher's curiosity about what makes the practice of teaching these courses effective and interesting. Although this research identified some ways to motivate students in TOEFL iBT and IELTS writing classes at a specific center, more studies of this kind at other EFL centers in Vietnam as well as in countries with similar educational conditions should be conducted to provide a more complete picture of how teachers conduct their writing classes in the various cultural contexts of EFL learning and teaching.
Conclusion
The present study sought to suggest what writing teachers of TOEFL iBT and IELTS writing classes might do to get their students involved in their classes. Based on the researcher's observations, questionnaires for both writing teachers and students, and a course evaluation administered, the results of this study support previous findings suggesting that a culturallybased style of learning (Ellis, 1994) needs to be integrated into class activities.
Besides teachers' expertise and interactive activities based on CLT, Vietnamese students seem to expect their teachers to care about their studies and to show that they are always available with academic support. The cultural expectations of students identified in this action research project also provide insight for foreign teachers who wish to be successful in Vietnam.
Although each EFL center is unique, integrating cultural norms into the communicative approach seems essential for effective teaching in Vietnam and in other Asian countries with similar cultural values.
Author Note
Nguyen Keeping a notebook with students' names to note each student's strengths, weaknesses, common mistakes, scores obtained for each writing piece, and individual reports on the progress of selected students in need of private help in their writing Other -Moving around the class while students are writing to observe and note students' interesting ideas or common mistakes on the board or on the computer screen --Checking and quickly returning writing assignments with positive and encouraging feedback --Using symbols on a list of correction keys (e.g. "N" for mistakes with noun usage, "V" for verbs, "sp" for spelling and "vt" for verb tenses) --Encouraging students to ask questions to clarify their mistakes --Encouraging students to bring "strange or new" materials, such as unusual charts, to class (Task 1, IELTS) --Suggesting some useful writing websites for students to study on their own at home (Appendix D) --Providing students with some kind of entertainment in writing (video clips of topics relevant to the integrated writing tasks in the course book)
